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Mr. Snow
John Fry’s influence on skiing in the East
Peter Bronski
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O

n Columbus Day Weekend, 1949, a pair of climbers made
their way from Pinkham Notch to the Harvard Mountaineering
Club hut at the base of Huntington Ravine on Mount Washington. After
spending a night in the hut, they climbed a route in Huntington, continued
up and over the top of Washington, and continued on to the Lakes of the
Clouds Hut. The hut was already closed for the season, but the two men
planned to overnight in the refuge room, a small annex that’s open year
round for use in emergencies.
As they walked up to the hut, the door at the main entrance was open,
blowing in the breeze. The two climbers looked at one another. Why spend
a night in the refuge room when they could enjoy the comparative
comfort of the hut itself? They went inside, unrolled their sleeping bags on two
vacant bunks, and after dinner, drifted off to sleep.
The next morning, day three, they planned to continue their hike and
climb of the Presidentials before the holiday weekend came to a close. But as
they prepared to set off, a group of hikers from the Appalachian Mountain
Club arrived at Lakes of the Clouds. Seeing the two men emerge from the
hut, the AMC group’s trip leader was furious. “What are you doing in here?”
he barked. “You’ve broken in!”
The climbers tried to explain the circumstances, but the man would hear
none of it. “I’m performing a citizen’s arrest on you,” he said to one of the
climbers. “What is your name and address? There’s going to be a fine. You’ll
receive a citation.”
The citizen’s arrest never materialized, and the two groups parted ways
without ever fully resolving their misunderstanding. Upon returning home,
one of the two climbers—the editor of a prominent national outdoor
magazine—wrote a letter to the AMC group’s trip leader, and enclosed 50
dollars. “I didn’t do anything wrong,” he wrote, “but I support the AMC so
I’m happy to make a contribution.” That man was John Fry.
Fry is easily one of the most influential figures in skiing in the East,
certainly so during the last half-century. Perhaps no other single person has
had a more far- or wide-reaching impact on the sport, and Fry’s resume reads
like a greatest hits of skiing accomplishments.
His story humbly starts, though, with Fry’s birth in 1930 at the beginning
of the Great Depression, in Westmount district, one of Montreal’s EnglishJohn Fry skis in the Bugaboos in 1968, the first season of heli-skiing at Bugaboo Lodge.
FRED LINDHOLM
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speaking neighborhoods. He began skiing in 1936 at age 6, in Montreal and
at Mont Tremblant and at other areas in the nearby Laurentian Mountains.
He attended a private boys' school, and all the while, his father tried to instill
in him a work ethic whose core belief was that one should “not find a job that
you liked, but to like the job that you found.” Fortunately for the sport of
skiing, Fry would eventually find a bit of both.
He raced alpine downhill for the school ski team, and in 1948, started
attending McGill University, racing there for four years as well. All the while
that he was skiing, Fry had his career sights set on publishing. “I knew only
that I wanted to edit magazines, and I had an eerie sense of gumption that I
could do it well,” he wrote in Skiing Heritage. After graduation from McGill,
Fry worked in Montreal for a small firm that produced magazines and other
publications, and by the early 1950s, he was married with two children.
	In 1957, though, Fry divorced, and his ex-wife moved to Stowe,
Vermont, with their two children. Fry then set his sights on New York
City, where he believed he could find a more lucrative career in publishing
than he otherwise could in Canada. That career started with an uninspiring
editorial position with a Wall Street daily newspaper, American Metal
Market, where Fry reported “on non-ferrous metal prices and the reasons for
their . . . fluctuations.”
A few short months into the job, though, Fry saw an ad in The New York
Times from a publisher seeking an editor for a new national ski magazine, Ski
Life. The publisher loved Fry, but the job would have required Fry taking a 40
percent pay cut from his job with AMM. It was a non-starter. But Fry
did begin freelancing for Ski Life. He also contributed to SKI Magazine, one of America’s premier national ski publications. (The first
article Fry was ever paid for was written for SKI.)
Then, in 1962, Ski Life’s publisher, Arnold Abramson—who also owned
the trade publication Ski Business—purchased SKI Magazine, moved its
editorial offices from Hanover, New Hampshire, to New York City and began
the process of merging the two magazines into one. The new and improved
SKI Magazine needed a more robust editorial staff, and Fry officially came on
board as executive editor. He also served as editor of Ski Business.
At that same time, Bill Ziff—of the Ziff Davis Publishing Company, and
later, of the Ziff Davis Media computer and electronics empire—bought
Skiing Magazine, the primary competitor of SKI, and moved its editorial offices
from Colorado to New York. Wanting a veteran editorial and advertising staff
to run the magazine, he hired away almost the entire office of SKI Magazine.
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It was a major hiccup for SKI, to be sure, but a serendipitous turn of events
for Fry, who became the magazine’s editor-in-chief.
Now at the helm of one of the biggest media outlets in the world of skiing, Fry had the editorial latitude to push in new directions. “I thought it
important not only to write about and report the sport,” he says today, "but
also to get involved, in some respects, in shaping the sport itself, or creating
programs of interest to readers.” Within a few short years, he would do just
that in two ways that have since become institutions of the sport of skiing.
First, in 1966, the International Ski Federation (FIS) was on the eve of
launching the World Cup for alpine skiing. Wanting to get SKI in on the
action, Fry conceived the idea of a special trophy within the World Cup,
one that, rather than recognize an individual racer, would identify the best
national ski team in the world. The idea stuck, and became known as the
Nations Cup. The concept was simple: take the accumulated World Cup
points of each racer for a country, add them up, and see which country comes
out on top. Although some have criticized the ranking system as imperfect
(countries with lots of skiers who get World Cup points tend to trump countries with small numbers of skiers, even if those skiers are all very good), the
equation has remained largely unaltered.

After decades of influencing his sport, Fry has continued to ski.

COURTESY OF JOHN FRY
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Although some countries have come close—the United States, Italy,
Germany—only three countries have ever won the Nations Cup since its
inception in 1967: France, Switzerland, and Austria. Austria in particular has
proven a near-insurmountable powerhouse over the years and is currently riding a 19-year winning streak that began in 1990.
The other of Fry’s major ideas came in 1968, just one year after the first
Nations Cup. “It drove me nuts that we didn’t have a handicap in skiing, akin
to golf,” Fry says. How was one skier or racer to compare him or herself to
another skier or racer? There was no common denominator to use for point
of comparison. There were standard races, at places such as Mount Mansfield
and Sun Valley, and racers could earn a pin if they performed well enough
on one of those standard courses. But there was no way to draw a parallel
between them.
Then Fry heard about the Chamonix pin program. In Chamonix,
France, a good skier would set a time on a challenging slalom course. Other
skiers then would ski the same course, and compare their time as a
percentage of the good skier’s “standard.” Ski instructors could earn a percentage ranking, return to their home ski resort elsewhere in France, and run
a similar race for other skiers there. Those skiers, in turn, could then rank
their performance as a percentage of the instructor, whose own performance was similarly ranked as a percentage of the Chamonix “standard,”
thus resulting in something of a sport-wide rankings system within the
French Alps.
Fry took that concept, and morphed it for an American audience. Most
importantly, he shifted the race from a challenging slalom to an open, giant
slalom race format held on easier slopes. In this way, the rankings system
would be open to recreational skiers. The program became known as the
National Standard Race, or NASTAR for short.
	In its earliest years, a handful of ski areas participated. Today, more than
150 ski areas hold NASTAR races weekly, with more than 100,000 skiers combined. And since its inception, NASTAR has recorded more than six million
racer days.
By 1972, SKI Magazine had been sold to the Times Mirror Company, but Fry stayed on as editor. Gradually over time, though, additional
editorial responsibilities with other publications at the company pulled Fry
away from the day-to-day editing, and more and more into publications
development. Then, in 1984, he left the company, striking out on his own
as an editorial consultant to help start up or retool a variety of publications.
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Just three years later, however, in the summer of 1987, the ski media
came knocking again. The New York Times Company’s magazine group,
which published Tennis, Boating, and Golf Digest, was gearing up to launch
a magazine for skiers, and tapped the expertise of Fry to lead the new
Snow Country.
Snow Country was a different kind of ski magazine in significant ways.
It was an anomaly of sorts. For starters, it published 12 monthly issues each
year, making it a year-round publication. This was a departure from the likes
of Powder, SKI, Skiing, and a long list of other snowsports publications that
all disappear from newsstands and subscribers’ mailboxes through the middle of the year, only to rise again like a phoenix from the ashes of summer
and reappear as fall and the first inkling of ski season arrive. For another,
Snow Country was to focus not just on the skiing, but the places that are home
to that skiing. “Powder, SKI, Skiing all approached it as a sport,” Fry explains.
“But what if I built off of the magazine’s name, and made it about the place,
the arena? It gave me an opportunity to talk about these places, especially
during summer.”
	Increasingly, Fry noticed, these places—defined by their beautiful
mountains, scenic vistas, and relative environmental purity—were being
degraded. He first wrote about it decades earlier, in a 1966 article for
SKI entitled, “Keep Skiland Beautiful.” “Unfortunately, progressive
mountain communities with architectural and development controls are
outnumbered by places where civic apathy, billboards, and gas station
pennants are flying high. Ski towns, however, have it within their power
to fight such urban blight,” he wrote. (Fry received supportive letters in
response to his article from both Lady Bird Johnson and then Secretary of the
Interior Stuart Udall.)
By the late 1980s, not much had changed. “You had expansion coupled
with bad development. The sky [in ski towns] was dotted with cranes and
buildings. I thought much of it was appalling,” Fry says today. “The scarring
of ridgelines. Malls in mountain valleys. Condos everywhere.” True to his
tendency to not just report on skiing, but to actively participate in it—and
true to Snow Country’s focus on place as much as on sport—Fry organized
two conferences on the environmental impact of the boom in mountain
living, both hosted by the Pinchot Institute for Conservation.
Fry, and the magazine, were on to something. Snow Country received an
Acres of Diamonds Award for Magazine Development from Temple University
as one of America’s best new magazines. Meanwhile, the circulation grew
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from 200,000 to nearly half a million.
Fry stayed on as founding editor of Snow
Country until 1996, when he changed
offices and became the editor of new
magazine development for the New
York Times Sports and Leisure Trends
Magazine Group. That stint lasted just
two years, when Fry decided it was time
to finally retire. (Sort of.) Meanwhile,
the Times decided it wanted out of
the magazine business. It sold Snow
Country, and the magazine folded not
much more than a year later.
	Not surprisingly, Fry has had
a hard time staying away from his
combined love of skiing and editorial.
Fry’s 2006 book is one part memoir and They are passion and profession mixed
one part contemporary skiing history.
into one. Only now, with a life’s worth
of achievement behind him, his view
has become more retrospective. In 2000, he began writing once again for SKI,
this time penning the magazine’s Legacy column. He also assumed a central
role with the International Skiing History Association (which publishes the
quarterly Skiing Heritage), serving as president and now as a member of its
board of directors.
Most recently, in 2006 he published The Story of Modern Skiing (University
Press of New England), which might rightly be considered one part memoir,
and one part contemporary skiing history (for with Fry, they are much one
and the same). Of the book, ski journalist Mike Doyle wrote, “John Fry
weaves a colorful history of the rise in skiing popularity from the individual
mom-and-pop post–WWII ski areas to the mega resort conglomerates of
today—and all the environmental consequences along the way. While ski
history has been written before, this is the first from an author who was
himself a major influence on the development and direction of the public
interest and participation in the sport. Fry intersperses his narrative with
revelations and anecdotes concerning his relationships with many of the
legendary personalities in the skiing world.”
Looking back on a life of skiing and of writing about skiing, “my career
path was accidental. I could never have anticipated it,” Fry says. “But
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I was responding to opportunities with something I love to do.” And it’s
that love, perhaps, more than anything else, that has motivated Fry’s sizable
contributions to the sport and culture of skiing. Contributions for which he’s
been highly—and deservedly—recognized.
	In his home—a passive solar house perched high atop a hill in Katonah,
New York, with a sweeping vista of the Katonah reservoir and Westchester
County’s forested, rolling hills—the walls are adorned with accolades,
any one of which would be prized by its recipient: An induction into
the U.S. National Ski and Snowboard Hall of Fame and Museum.
A Golden Quill Award and Lifetime Achievement Award from the
North American Snowsports Journalists Association. A second Lifetime
Achievement Award from the International Skiing History Association.
An FIS Journalism Award.
He’s still skiing, of course, as well. Sometimes in the Berkshires, other
times in the Catskills, and more often than not, farther afield out West or
across the pond in Europe. “I can make turns on skis today that I couldn’t
make when I was twenty,” he jokes, giving full credit to the evolution of ski
design over the years.
	New England, and the Northeast, it’s worth noting, have produced
their share of notable locals in the sport of skiing—locals who contribute to New England’s rich regional skiing heritage and who transcend it, having far-reaching impacts on the sport nationally and around
the world. They are diverse, ranging from champion ski racers such as
New Hampshire’s Bode Miller, to journalists such as Vermont’s David Goodman, to the hundreds of snow troopers who fought in World War II as part
of the U.S. 10th Mountain Division (many of whom returned to the United
States and went on to become pivotal figures in the ski industry). And they
include John Fry, whose own influence has shaped the sport as we know it,
and read about it, today.

PETER BRONSKI is a frequent contributor to Appalachia. An avid backcountry and
resort skier, he is a member of the North American Snowsports Journalists Association and the author of Powder Ghost Towns: Epic Backcountry Runs in Colorado’s Lost
Ski Resorts (Wilderness Press, 2008).

WINTER/SPRING 2011 87

Appalachia_WS2011_FINAL_11.17.indd 87

11/17/10 2:13:01 PM

“I started reading Appalachia for the accident reports, but I kept
reading for the great features.” — Mohamed Ellozy, subscriber

SUPPORT THE STORIES
YOU LOVE!
Start or renew your Appalachia
subscription today, and keep
reading America’s longest-running
journal of mountaineering
and conservation.

Visit outdoors.org/appalachia
for a special offer: 36% off
the journal’s cover price.
That’s three years of Appalachia
(6 issues) for only $42. Or choose
a one-year subscription (2 issues)
for $18 —18% off the cover price.
Inside every issue, you’ll find:
• inspired writing on mountain exploration, adventurers,
ecology, and conservation
• up-to-date news and notes on international expeditions
• analysis of recent Northeastern mountaineering accidents
• book reviews, poetry, and much more
Subscribe today at outdoors.org/appalachia or call 800-372-1758.

Subscription prices valid as of June 2022. Prices and offers subject to change
without notice. For the most up-to-date information, visit outdoors.org.

